
PARIS: The OECD warned yesterday
that the Omicron coronavirus variant
threatens the global economic recovery
as it lowered the growth forecast for
2021 and appealed for a swifter rollout
of COVID vaccines.

The Paris-based Organization for
Economic Co-operation and
Development the recovery has “lost
momentum” as it cut the outlook of top
economies including the United States,
China and the eurozone. The economy is
now expected to expand by 5.6 percent
this year, down from an earlier forecast
of 5.7 percent, the OECD said in its
updated economic outlook which warns
that low vaccination areas could create
“breeding grounds” for deadlier virus
mutations.

Its forecast for 2022 remains
unchanged at 4.5 percent, but the report
was released only days after Omicron
was detected. “We are concerned that
the new variant of the virus, the Omicron
strain, is further adding to the already
high levels of uncertainty and risks, and
that could be a threat to the recovery,”
OECD chief economist Laurence Boone
said at a press conference.

While the OECD said it was “cau-
tiously optimistic” about the recovery, it
warned that health, high inflation, supply
chain bottlenecks and potential policy
missteps are “all key concerns”. “The top

policy priority remains the need to
ensure that vaccines are produced and
deployed as quickly as possible through-
out the world, including booster doses,”
the OECD said. “The recovery will
remain precarious and uncertain in all
countries until this is achieved.”

Fears of ‘deadlier strains’ 
In the “more benign scenarios”, out-

breaks could continue to prompt restric-
tions on people’s movements, which
could have long-lasting consequences
on labor markets, production capacity
and prices. “The harshest scenario is that
pockets of low vaccination end up as
breeding grounds for deadlier strains of
the virus, which go on to damage lives
and livelihoods,” Boone warned in an
editorial in the report.

Developed countries of the Group of
20 wealthy and emerging nations have
spent $10 tril l ion to prop up their
economies during the pandemic, while
vaccinating the planet would cost only
$50 billion, Boone told reporters. “It
would be a big mistake to believe the job
has been or is almost done,” she said.
“The news about the Omicron variant
may actually be a reminder how short-
sighted that failure has been. We are
spending to support our economies
when we are failing to vaccinate the
whole world.”

Analysts at Oxford Economics say
Omicron could shave 0.25 percentage
points off global growth next year if it
causes mild effects, but it would cost
two percentage points if it is more dan-
gerous and a large part of the global
population was forced into lockdowns.
The strain has been spotted around the
world since South African experts dis-
covered its existence, prompting new
travel restrictions.

The World Health Organization
believes the variant’s high number of
mutations might make it more transmissi-
ble or resistant to vaccines.

Left behind 
Addressing other key concerns for

the world economy, the OECD said it
expected inflation to peak at the turn of
the year before receding gradually in the
38-nation OECD, which includes leading
developed and emerging countries.
Soaring inflation has roiled markets as
investors fear that central banks will
raise interest rates sooner than expected
to tame runaway prices. The OECD
urged monetary policymakers to “com-
municate clearly” about how far they will
tolerate inflation exceeding their targets.

US Federal Reserve chief Jerome
Powell, who has previously insisted that
high inflation was only “transitory”, said
Tuesday that price increases could last

longer than anticipated-suggesting the
central bank could lift rates sooner than
expected.

The OECD said supply-side con-
straints and shortages, meanwhile,
“should wane gradually through 2022-23”
as demand normalizes, production capac-
ity grows and more people return to the
labor force. The organization also high-

lighted “marked differences” in the recov-
ery of countries around the world.

“Parts of the global economy are
rebounding quickly,” it said. “But others
are at risk of being left behind, particular-
ly lower-income countries where vaccina-
tion rates are low, and firms and employ-
ees in contact-intensive sectors where
demand has yet to recover fully.” — AFP 
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OECD warns Omicron variant
threatens world economy

Global growth outlook lowered to 5.6% this year

PARIS: The global economy is now expected to expand by 5.6 percent this year down
from an earlier forecast of 5.7 percent, the OECD said in its updated economic outlook.

Parag Agrawal: 
New CEO sheds 
low profile to 
take Twitter helm
SAN FRANCISCO: Parag Agrawal, who took over
Monday as the new head of Twitter, shot from rela-
tive obscurity as the platform’s technology expert
to becoming the latest India-born talent to lead a
US tech giant.

Unlike his predecessor, co-founder Jack Dorsey,
Agrawal enjoyed until Monday a much more low-
profile role at the company, with only about 24,000
followers on the platform, compared to Dorsey’s
almost six million. But with a tweeted statement
that began, “Thank you, Jack, I’m honored and
humbled,” Agrawal took the reins of a company
aiming to steer away from free speech battles and
toward growth.

Agrawal is also the latest India-born star tapped
to head a major US-based tech company, following
the likes of Google-parent Alphabet’s CEO Sundar
Pichai and Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella.

“He’s been behind every critical decision that
helped turn this company around,” Dorsey wrote of
Agrawal in a message to Twitter staff. “He leads
with heart and soul, and is someone I learn from

daily. My trust in him as our CEO is bone deep.”
Educated in computer science and engineering

at the Indian Institute of Technology Bombay and
holding a PhD from Stanford University in
California, Agrawal joined Twitter in 2011 and rose
to become its CTO by 2017. As the head of technol-
ogy at the firm, he oversaw machine learning and
artificial intelligence, as well as the company’s broad
technical strategy.

These specialties make him a natural choice to
replace Dorsey, Creative Strategies analyst Carolina
Milanesi told AFP. “Going forward AI (artificial

intelligence) and ML (machine learning) will be
more and more critical in making the platform
healthier and more engaging for users and more
profitable for the company,” she said. “We might
also see some more rigor and rational in the deci-
sion making process,” Milanesi added.

Agrawal was also head of the company’s
“Bluesky” push to create a more open and decen-
tralized standard for social media. “I recognize
that some of you know me well, some just a little,
and some not at all,” Agrawal said in an email to
the some 5,500 employees at San Francisco-
based Twitter. 

The platform has grown far less exponentially
than its Silicon Valley neighbors and has very mea-
ger net profits compared to the two giants of digital
advertising, Google and Facebook’s parent Meta.

Profitable for the first time in 2017, Twitter has
slipped back into the red several times since.

Dorsey is perhaps best known to the public as the
man who kicked Donald Trump off Twitter, the former
president’s preferred megaphone to rally his fans and
assail his critics. But Agrawal has given indications
that he does not view the platform as a venue for
working out boundaries of free speech. In an inter-
view with MIT Technology Review in 2020, Agrawal
said the company, which became a focus of conserva-
tive rage in the US after banning Trump, should “focus
less” on free speech. “Our role is to serve a healthy
public conversation and our moves are reflective of
things that we believe lead to a healthier public con-
versation,” he said. — AFP  (See Page 11)

LONDON: This combination of pictures shows new
Twitter CEO Parag Agrawal (left) and outgoing CEO Jack
Dorsey (right). — AFP

China unveils new 
rules on ride-hailing 
drivers’ rights
BEIJING: Beijing has unveiled fresh rules on work-
ers’ rights in the ride-hailing industry-including bet-
ter pay and breaks-as officials tighten oversight of
China’s embattled tech sector and gig economy. The
announcement comes on the heels of a wide-ranging
regulatory clampdown on homegrown tech behe-
moths-including e-commerce titan Alibaba and ride-
hailing giant Didi Chuxing-over issues including
consumer rights, data security and monopolistic
behavior. Under new guidelines released by the
transport ministry, drivers at ride-hailing firms must
not earn less than the local minimum wage and
should be given access to social insurance.

They should also not be “induced to work over-
time” by chalking up orders to meet targets, the
statement said, and companies must monitor
employees’ working hours and labor intensity. It did
not give specifics on what counted as overtime or
adequate break times. The rules could hit earnings
for companies in the billion-dollar industry, which is
a go-to service for many commuters in China’s
densely populated cities.

“This is a precursor to stricter enforcement, but
that enforcement was always coming,” Kendra
Schaefer, head of tech policy research at consul-
tancy Trivium China, said. The new guidelines also
stress that drivers must have the requisite permits
for ride-hailing work-something which Schaefer
estimates as many as 40 percent currently do not
have. With fresh pressure for “strict enforcement”
of these rules, companies will have to whittle out
private-hire drivers who do not meet licensing
requirements.

Recruiting drivers who have the right permits
would likely be the “biggest pitfall”, added Schaefer,
because there are “simply are not enough drivers”. “I
actually think where they are going to be hit the hard-
est in their bottomline is in a driver war,” she said.
China’s gig economy accounts for almost a quarter of
its workforce: 200 million people are in “flexible
employment”, according to government figures.

New York-listed Didi’s app dominates China’s
ride-hailing market and claims to have over 15 mil-
lion drivers with nearly 500 million users. Didi has
come under fire on multiple fronts with Chinese reg-
ulators reportedly asking executives last week to
draw up a plan to delist from the United States over
data concerns. — AFP

Global markets 
rebound after 
Omicron turmoil
LONDON: Global stock markets rebounded yes-
terday and oil prices surged following Omicron-
driven losses and on the eve of a key output meet-
ing of OPEC and its allies. European equities
advanced, mirroring most rebounding Asian
bourses, as dealers temporarily set aside news of
record-high eurozone inflation. Oil surged about
five percent, while the dollar extended gains
against major rivals as the Federal Reserve is seen
removing its vast financial support measures at a
quicker pace than first flagged.

Rollercoaster ride 
Investors were facing a rollercoaster week as

they track the mutant Omicron strain, whose
emergence last Friday darkened the economic
outlook, sparked fresh COVID restrictions and
ravaged most markets. Traders remain uncertain
over its impact on the world economy and the
likelihood of fresh lockdowns, as scientists rush
to investigate the variant and urge speedy vacci-
nation drives. “An ugly combination of a COVID-
related knock to growth, reduction in central
bank support and sustained inflation is not a
recipe for strong stock markets,” said AJ Bell
investment director Russ Mould.

“However, some traders appear to have decid-
ed the weakness has gone far enough for now as
they emerged to bid up stocks and oil.” OPEC

and the oil cartel’s allies hold a key output meet-
ing today having resisted US-led pressure to
step up production to bring down surging ener-
gy prices, while emergence of the new variant
has complicated the equation.

The OECD grouping of major industrialized
nations yesterday warned that Omicron threatens
the global economic recovery, as it lowered the
2021 growth outlook and called for a swifter vac-
cines rollout. The global economy is now expect-
ed to expand by 5.6 percent this year, down from
a forecast of 5.7 percent, the OECD said in its
latest outlook. Top drug makers have offered dif-
fering opinions on their vaccines’ efficacy against
Omicron. Markets took a tumble on Tuesday after
Moderna head Stephane Bancel told the Financial
Times that existing vaccines might not be as
effective against the new strain. —AFP 

NEW YORK: A trader works on the floor of the New
York Stock Exchange (NYSE) at the start of trading in
New York.  —AFP

British gas firm 
to supply gas 
to Morocco 
LONDON: A British gas company is to supply
Morocco’s state-owned power firm with gas from
the country’s east, it said Tuesday, as the kingdom
looks to replace supplies hit by a crisis with Algeria.
The deal between Sound Energy and Morocco’s
ONEE comes a month after Algeria said it would not
renew an expiring 25-year deal for a pipeline that
had exported Algerian gas via Morocco to Spain.

That decision cut the kingdom out of supplies it
had long received as transit fees, and coincided
with a global spike in gas prices. London-based
Sound Energy said it has signed a “binding gas sale
and purchase agreement” with ONEE “for the sale
of natural gas from the (Sound-owned) Tendrara
Concession in eastern Morocco over a 10-year
period”. Under the deal, the upstream gas firm
“committed to producing, processing and deliver-
ing” up to 350 million cubic meters of gas per year,
which will feed into and revive the Gas Maghreb-
Europe (GME) pipeline formerly used for Spain-
bound Algerian supplies. The 25-year contract for
the previous GME arrangement expired on
October 31 with tensions between the kingdom and
its eastern rival at their worst in years following
Morocco’s renewal of ties with Israel and US
recognition of the kingdom’s sovereignty over the
disputed Western Sahara. — AFP


